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City comforts are in public
City comforts are small pieces of 
the urban landscape. To a very large 
degree, they involve the way the 
building meets the street, or the 
street itself, or things that can be seen 
from the street. Even such trivia as 
the  shelter over an electrical meter 
(left) adds joy to our experience of a 
public space.

Thus, there are no secluded hot 
tubs under a gazebo here. What hap-
pens at the private/public edge makes 
an urban village and is the focus of 
this book.

Comfort: measure of an urban village
As “man is the measure of the world,” so human comfort is the measure of a city.

My own experience with local government is as a staff member, citizen, and 
developer, and I believe our society makes the problem of city building far too 
complicated. We confuse it with grandeur and we confuse it with complex public 
administration. It is neither. The main task is making people comfortable, the same 
task faced by the host at a party. In fact, think of the main job for the city planner 
as being, say, the Amy Vanderbilt or Miss Manners of the city. 

All around us are examples of excellence in concept and design: city com-
forts. They are simple to recognize, simple to explain, and, by and large, simple 
to build. These designs-that-work can be repeated many times before, if ever, they 
run thin.

Density is a by-product of creating interesting places
There is almost universal fear of the deleterious impacts of urban sprawl, and much 
hope for what is perceived as its opposite: urban villages. The urban village implies 
“densification” — more people living in a given area. But the word “densification” 
lacks poetic, much less political, appeal. Certainly zoning changes to allow higher 
residential density are a necessary component of any central city or urban village 
strategy.

But allowing higher densities is only a precursor and it can put the cart 
before the horse. Discussions of densification often implicitly assume that 
people must be cajoled into higher-density housing. Though there is an element 
of truth to that, the cajoling that must take place is in the form of creating great 
neighborhoods.

Sidney, BC, Canada


